The coronavirus pandemic has made evident the weakness of school feeding programs in addressing the nutritional needs of children in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). Since March 2020, when governments around the world announced the closure of schools and businesses to curb the spread of coronavirus, policy-makers in SSA have been seeking ways to mitigate the impact of the lockdown on the social welfare of children ([@b0020], [@b0030]). While remote learning methods are being used to maintain the learning outcomes of children, there is a growing concern about how to maintain nutrition outcomes of children that previously had access to school meals through the school feeding program. This situation has made evident the weakness of the school feeding program model which targets the nutritional needs of children during school terms and is only feasible within an in-person learning setting. In this article, I further explain how the coronavirus pandemic has exposed the limitations of the school feeding program and offer a supplementary approach to the program, focusing on the nutritional needs of children all year round.

School feeding programs are targeted at providing mid-day meals to school children and cover about twenty SSA ([@b0025]). The program supplies free lunches to primary school pupils on school days using registered local cooks and aims at improving the nutritional status and learning outcomes of children ([@b0005], [@b0025]). However, children spend about 150--200 days in school per year and have no access to mid-day meals for the remaining part of the year. The pandemic lockdown, which has lasted for more than five months, presents an extreme case of absenteeism and is associated with lack of access to school meals.

The restriction of school feeding programs to school pupils during the school term and the restriction of the program to in-person learning methods, to increase education outcomes, may be linked to its ineffectiveness in addressing child malnutrition issues in the region. Learning methods are rapidly evolving with globalisation and digitalisation, and policy-makers are recognising the importance of remote learning methods in improving educational outcomes ([@b0010]). Children's basic need for food, on the other hand, remains constant irrespective of the learning methods used in schools. Child nutrition is central to the child's well-being and future productivity, and there is need to understand the sustainability of policy instruments targeted at improving the nutrition status of children. Hence, the coronavirus pandemic presents the need to redesign the school feeding program to address children's constant need for food.

The issuance of food vouchers to schoolchildren to be used at any registered vendor outlets may address the limitations of the school feeding program. Vendors may include supermarkets or stores that are verified and registered, and pupils may use vouchers on sick days, weekends or during holidays. The use of food vouchers relaxes the present model of providing meals to pupils during school terms only. This approach considers the need to provide food to children all year round and anywhere within the country, thereby ensuring that the nutritional needs of children are met wherever they are located and irrespective of the learning methods used. This approach also considers important health conditions like allergies since pupils have access to different food options and sources.

The issuance of vendor vouchers to school pupils may also have some disadvantages, but the advantages outweigh the disadvantages. For example, schools may not have information regarding the food content and the safety conditions under which the food is prepared. However, excluding unhealthy food options, frequent assessment of vendors and issuance of food safety certificates may help ascertain reliability and cleanliness. Also, the cost of providing food vouchers all year round may be enormous and may be greater than that of the regular school feeding programs, but [@b0015] notes that every dollar invested in reducing malnutrition leads to an economic return equivalent to about eighteen dollars.

In conclusion, the coronavirus pandemic presents an opportunity to reassess SSA's aim of improving the nutritional needs and learning outcomes of children. To achieve this aim, policy-makers need to understand the sustainability of the school feeding program in improving the nutritional status of children. Policy-makers should also consider the digitalisation of learning, transformations in the education sector and the need to provide children with food all-year-round. Adding vendor vouchers to the normal school feeding model may help address the limitations of the program thereby improving the nutritional status of children and subsequently enhancing their learning abilities.
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